2 On the night of his death, Scorticatti had joined an antifascist counterdemonstration to a meeting of the extreme right-wing league, the Croix de Feu. Police had managed to prevent the demonstrators from entering the meeting venue. The antifascists, frustrated with their failure, erected barricades in front of the railway station. Skirmishes ensued and superintendent Pochon was seriously injured by a blow to the head. As the demonstrators began to dissipate, several shots were fired and Scorticatti was struck. A ballistic analysis showed that the bullet had not been fired from a police firearm. Ultimately, the case was dismissed; police surmised that a stray bullet fired by Scorticatti's comrades had hit the young man. 3 For the antifascist press, the death was highly symbolic: the nascent union between onetime rivals the communist and socialist parties had been 'sealed in blood'. 2 away] in the arms of two socialists will not soon be forgotten by workers in the region. In the face of bullets and truncheons, the deep feeling of class unity was solidified before the common enemy'. 4 The killer remained at large.
In several ways, Scorticatti's death was emblematic of the violent street politics of interwar France: confrontations between political rivals were small in scale; groups fought cat-and-mouse skirmishes with the police as often as they fought with their rivals; few people were punished for the killing of a political activist. This final point provides the focus for this article. The trial and punishment of men and women involved in violence in a political context presented many practical problems for police investigators and jurists. For political groups the prosecution and punishment of these crimes -or the lack thereof -was highly significant. Criminal cases saw the conflict of the street extended into the court house, giving all parties a chance to put their enemies on trial. They represented, too, an opportunity to test the alleged impartiality of the Republic. An unsatisfactory outcome to a case or the failure to bring a perpetrator to answer for a crime drew condemnation not simply of the judge or jury but also of the entire political system. In the partisan conflict of the era, the court room was an important arena.
The challenge to Third Republican law and order between the wars was determined.
This challenge was not unprecedented in its ferocity -the Republic had dealt with violence before, from the anti-Semitic disturbances during the Dreyfus Affair to the protests of striking Europe, 1918 -1940 . Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2015 nationalists. 12 In Italy, police and judicial officials sympathetic to fascism ensured that rightwingers often escaped charges. 13 There was no such right-wing bias in the French judiciary.
In fact, a system of political patronage, favouritism and nepotism often saw men promoted based on their political sureness as Republicans. 14 If any partiality can be perceived in the French judicial system, it was in the courts' protection of police officers from prosecution rather than in an attitude favourable to either left or right. arrive at a more general conclusion about public attitudes to violence. However, their outcomes demonstrate that such violence was not treated differently to other violent crimes, neither by the jury nor the judges in charge of sentencing. Partial indication as to a jury's attitude toward a crime may be gleaned from the sentencing of convicts after 1932 when jurors were invited to deliberate with the judge on sentencing. For activists, the oftendisappointing verdicts of the assizes court, which were delivered following much press attention and speculation, were testament to the prejudice of the State.
The cases selected for study here were not prosecuted for 'politically-motivated violence' or the like; no such crime was on the French statute book. 'Political' crimes did exist; they were defined as those offences committed under the sole impetus of a person's political passion. This designation was made at the discretion of the government and it was usually reserved for plotting against the State rather than brawling in the street. Political incidents of violence between activists were always highly politicised in retrospect by the partisan press. The crimes included here were of this nature.
Prosecuting political violence
There were two means by which the state authorities could attempt to limit 'political'
violence. The first method was preventative and lay in the regulation of the behaviour of activists in public space. To this end there was a raft of law and order legislation at the disposal of the State. Some laws were long-established: for example, the law of 30 June 1881
introduced rules for the staging of a public meeting in order to defuse passions in the meeting hall. The same law prohibited such meetings on the public highway lest a mob should form. 20 Other laws responded to more immediate changes in the style of French street politics: the decrees of October 1935 introduced new legal requirements for the prior authorisation of street demonstrations at a time when the practice was beginning to involve ever-greater numbers of people.
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The second method was repressive: the trial and punishment of activists involved in violent incidents. There were three levels to the seriousness of an offence: the contravention (minor misdemeanour or infraction), the délit (serious offense or misdemeanour) and the crime (felony). Offences committed by political activists were generally tried as a délit or a crime. Individuals charged with committing a délit -such as being found in the possession in public of an illegal weapon -were required to appear at the lower magistracy court. 22 The three judges of the court had the power to sentence a guilty party or acquit them of all charges. A public prosecutor presented the State's case while a representative of a civil party might also be present. A lawyer for the defence spoke for the accused. Lawyers could cross examine the defendant and both sides could call witnesses. The justices could not impose the most serious of punishments (that power was reserved for the assizes court), but they could impose hefty fines and imprisonment of up to five years. 23 In the cases of individuals tried for offences relating to political violence it was highly unusual for a person not to benefit from a suspended sentence (termed a penalty avec sursis), whether this related to a prison term or a fine. A suspended sentence could be granted only to a first-time offender. If political groups interpreted such a qualification to be evidence of judicial indulgence toward their enemy, it is possible that the courts looked favourably on the absence of a prior criminal record, too.
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When the subject of a police investigation was designated a crime, the accused was required to appear before the assizes court. 25 Cases came before this superior court only after a long and detailed examination of the facts by an investigating magistrate (juge d'instruction). This magistrate had broad powers: he reviewed the evidence and police reports, questioned the accused, and spoke with witnesses. 26 The investigation could last up 12 to six months. Having compiled a dossier on the crime, he consulted with the public prosecutor (procureur) before deciding upon whether to issue an indictment or to dismiss all charges (termed a non-lieu). In the event of a recommendation for an indictment, the final decision rested with the chambre des mises en accusation (the indictment court), whose five judges reviewed written representation from all parties. When the decision to indict was upheld, the case was transferred to the assizes court. Lawyers in this court represented the defence, the state prosecution, and a civil party where applicable.
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To some extent the defendant at the assizes court faced an uphill battle from the moment of indictment: with the magistrate's pre-trial investigation intended to establish the likelihood of a successful prosecution, to come to trial implied that the accused was guilty, at least in the eyes of the investigator and a handful of judges. 28 The opening of the trial could potentially disadvantage further the accused. The clerk of the court opened the trial with the reading of the accusatory indictment statement (acte d'accusation). The presiding judge then delivered an often-lengthy speech that explained the crimes of which the defendant was accused and his or her prior criminal record. While juries were advised not to convict a man for his past misdeeds, such information was intended to expose the potentially habitual nature of the defendant's criminality. 29 The judge also allowed the defence to outline its argument in the interests of impartiality yet the opening of a trial tended to take the form of a hostile Lawyers could act likewise.
The performance of witnesses and lawyers was therefore paramount. It was believed that a barnstorming speech from a lawyer or a witness could intoxicate not only the jury but also the audience to such an extent as to influence the outcome of the trial. 44 According to
Frédéric Chauvaud, contemporaries recognised the theatricality of proceedings at the assizes court: reports of criminal trials were replete with theatrical vocabulary in which the 'actors' played in the 'judiciary drama' (drame judiciaire). 45 In such a respect, trials were not unlike the political meetings of the period in which the performance of an orator was thought to 43 All manner of witnesses could be heard, not just those who had been at the scene of the such as conflicting witness statements, the inability to establish the facts of the case, or the potential for a successful prosecution. Political groups were not a party to these considerations and the judges' decision was often perceived to be politically-motivated.
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A series of amnesties further served to excuse crimes committed in a political context.
The election of the left-wing Popular Front government in June 1936 was followed swiftly by the promulgation of an amnesty law intended to clear political activists of past convictions.
Political considerations motivated the measure: the government sought to pardon antifascists whom it believed had been treated tendentiously under previous administrations. Yet the amnesty applied to all offences committed by left-and right-wing activists prior to 26 June 1936 in meetings, during electoral periods, and strikes. Significantly, convictions for the obstruction of, and violence toward, police officers were reviewed on a case-by-case basis. 
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A further amnesty in July 1937 pardoned crimes and infractions committed during street demonstrations. 68 In one case at least, the prosecution of a case was delayed in expectation that the offences involved would soon be amnestied: rather than bring the men to court the public prosecutor in Versailles preferred to await the passing of the law at which time he would promptly dismiss all charges.
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Prosecution for offences committed during confrontations was subject to an array of factors that could mitigate or aggravate the seriousness of the charges and the sentences passed down. While the violence of police officers was tolerated, there is little evidence of a systematic bias against groups of one political colour or another. Rather, immediate circumstance weighed on decisions whether the obscure details of an incident, the desire of a public prosecutor not to reopen political wounds, or the determination of a minister to restrain an escalating spiral of confrontation. It was in fact the Popular Front that made the most politically-motivated intervention of the interwar years when it twice amnestied crimes and misdemeanours connected with political violence. Nevertheless, the amnesty laws applied to right-wing activists, too.
Violence on trial at the assizes court
Between Despite the number of deaths, fewer than ten alleged perpetrators stood trial at the assizes court. Cases did not reach the upper levels of the justice system for several reasons.
Firstly, charges were usually dismissed when a killing was thought to be unequivocally an act of self-defence. investigated for Rossi's murder. However, investigators found that the bullet that killed the antifascist was fired neither from Boyer's revolver nor from any of the guns found in the bar.
The magistrate was therefore forced to drop the charge of murder. Boyer subsequently received a fine of 50 Francs for possession of an illegal weapon. 77 The practicalities of interwar police work could thus preclude a successful prosecution.
Cases that advanced to trial at the assizes court received extensive press coverage.
Political groups followed closely the process and verdict of the trials by jury, believing them came to the fore. According to the presiding justice, the victim had been an 'excellent father' and a 'respectable spouse', while the accused had experienced difficulties in his employment.
In his recommendation to the jury, the solicitor general stressed the political character of the crime and asked the jury to deliver a verdict of murder with premeditation but to consider allowing for extenuating circumstances. 85 The jury obliged and the court -with the input of the jurors -sentenced Thibaut to twenty years' imprisonment with forced labour. 86 The severity of the sentence attested more to the fact of premeditation than the jurors' desire to punish a communist.
Of course, the verdict at the assizes court was not always so easy to predict. In this the leaguers they expected to find within. To the jury, it must have therefore seemed reasonable of Fritsch to have fired his revolver directly at the onrushing mob, even though he had suffered no injury himself.
When juries returned a displeasing verdict, political groups condemned not only the partiality of the legal system, but that of the Republic, too. Despite the accusation of partiality levelled at the legal system when no one was brought to trial, the difficulty in establishing the true version of events, whether due to a lack of evidence or conflicting witness statements, influenced the decision to dismiss charges more than political bias. If such an outcome was frustrating for the police authorities, it was considered damning of the judicial system by political groups. When perpetrators faced a trial by jury, aggravating circumstances could lead to a harsher penalty. However, the provision of mitigating circumstances and the granting of outright acquittals in cases of killings suggested that in making their decisions jurors drew not only on the arguments and evidence presented in the courtroom but also based on their understandings of the legitimacy of the act. The assizes court was another arena in which left and right confronted each other in interwar France.
Conclusion
During the interwar years, the courts of the Third Republic meted out justice to political activists in an apparently even-handed manner. The circumstances of a crime were more likely to hinder the arrest and prosecution of a perpetrator than political partiality. wounds to the back, suggesting that they were either ambushed or running away from their assailants. It is difficult to believe that the men were provoked into firing their weapons unless we accept that the very presence of the Jeunesses Patriotes in this proletarian district of Paris was considered a provocation in itself. This was certainly the argument of the communist party both before and after the event. Given the social division of urban space in interwar France, perhaps the jury had considered the leaguers to have been in unfamiliar and even hostile territory. Yet it would be significant if the jurors believed that this 'invasion' of territory was met by a justifiably violent riposte. 
